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Engagement has emerged as important concept in public relations as stakeholders challenge 
the discourse of organizational primacy, and organizations prioritize the need for authentic 
stakeholder involvement.   As a multidimensional concept, engagement offers a foundation 
for building organizational relationships, and provides a means to facilitate community-
organization interaction. This special issue on engagement and public relations presents a 
body of work that both explicates and expands the theoretical foundations of engagement, 
and contributes to scholarly understanding of its contexts, processes, and outcomes.   
As a proving ground for thought leadership in public relations, the Journal of Public Relations 
Research publishes scholarship to create, test, or expand public relations theory. This special issue on 
engagement provides a platform to examine the theoretical potential of this multifarious concept; 
theoretically, practically, and pragmatically.   
 
Theoretically, ‘engagement’ first appeared as a discrete concept in the public relations literature more 
than two decades ago linked to the importance of cognitive involvement for campaign related 
behavioral outcomes (Slater, Chipman, Auld, Keefe, & Kendall, 1992) and later,  in the context of 
community capacity building  (Heath & Abel, 1996). Since this time, the scholarship of engagement  
has gained momentum, with increasing consequence derived from the association coupling 
engagement and community building (Heath, Bradshaw, & Lee, 2002; Woodward, 2000); the 
enhancement of relationships between organizations and stakeholders  (Bortree, 2011; Johnston, 
2010); and increased stakeholder participation in organizational operations (Heath, 2011). More 
recently, engagement has been heralded as a new paradigm for public relations in the 21st century 
(Edelman, 2008; Stoker & Tusinski, 2006),  challenging and contributing to the zeitgeist of public 
relations functionalist, instrumentalist, and critical foundations. 
 Heath (2014), in his keynote address at the International Communication Association 2014 
engagement preconference, questioned the role of engagement in serving organizational interests, and 
asked,  “If humans create narratives by which they live, how does public relations serve the co-
creation of narratives that make society fully functioning?” Engagement, he argued is more than two-
way communication and “requires an understanding of, appreciation for, and commitment to dialogue 
with and among stakeholders and organizations as community-building discourse and power resource 
co-management” (Heath, 2014). From a co-creational perspective (Botan & Taylor, 2004), 
engagement focuses on communication as a process of meaning-making between organizations and 
stakeholders:  
The co-creational perspective sees publics as co-creators of meaning and communication as 
what makes it possible to agree to shared meanings, interpretations, and goals. This 
perspective is long term in its orientation and focuses on relationships among publics and 
organizations (p. 93).  
 
Practically and pragmatically, engagement is a key aspect of organizational behavior in an operating 
environment that is increasingly sensitive to power relations, requiring organizations to be open to the 
meaning and value that evolves from interactions with diverse stakeholder perspectives. 
Acknowledging the interconnectedness of organizations and social environments requires a level of 
collective organizational reflexivity,  or as Cunliffe (2009) argues, an awareness of “the privileging of 
certain groups and the marginalization of others, but highlights the relational, and therefore moral, 
nature of our social and organizational experiences” (p. 409). The nature of the experience is reflected 
by L'Etang (2009) who called for a mindfulness and awareness of power distribution in public 
relations and the role in shaping expectations and communicative relationships. Issues of trust, ethics 
and moral perspectives remain dominant in the discourse about engagement as organizations seek to 
increase trust, accountability and transparency in their stakeholder communication through both 
engagement and dialogic activities (Burchell & Cook, 2006, p. 154). These notions remain important 
topics for future engagement research. 
 The articles in this special issue contribute to the theoretical strengthening of engagement and public 
relations scholarship, and to stimulating research interest in this increasingly significant area. Each 
article focuses on a different dimension of engagement, acknowledging both the opportunities and 
complexities of scholarship in these areas. The lead article by Taylor and Kent, positions engagement 
within dialogue theory and sets the context for engagement as an orientation and approach.   Kang 
offers a micro model of public engagement to operationalize engagement and its importance in 
linking relational qualities and behavioral outcomes. Men measures public engagement within a social 
networking context and its influence on relational and behavioral outcomes. Devin and Lane present a 
meta-level process model of engagement and argue corporate social responsibility as a vehicle for 
communicating both within engagement between organizations and their stakeholders, and about that 
engagement. The final article by O’Bryne and Daymon introduces some of the ethical challenges of 
engagement practices, and suggest a more responsible approach is needed.   
 
While the special issue attracted more than 30 submissions, only five could be selected. The aim was 
to stimulate interest, debate, and generate questions about the role, foundation and theoretical 
imperatives of engagement to public relations scholarship and practice as an outcome of these 
perspectives. I would like to thank all authors and reviewers whose efforts, interests and engagement 
in engagement made this issue possible. 
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